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The Catskills are located about 100 miles north of New York City on the western 
banks of the Hudson River. Conservation in the Catskills and took place in two waves. 
The first wave was in 1894 with the passage of Article XIV and the creation of the 
Catskill Forest Preserve, and the second a hundred years later, in 1997, with the 
conservation of the Catskill/Delaware watershed to protect New York City’s drinking 
water supply. Both of these conservation projects have been considered landmark 
conservation measures, not only for New York, but also for the U.S. However, in both 
cases, conservation was driven primarily by capitalist imperatives and urban desires 
emanating from New York City. Catskill nature was commodified by New York City at 
the beginning of the nineteenth century, and since then the relationship between the 
Catskills and New York City has been mediated through the commodification of Catskill 
nature. As a result, Catskill nature, before, during and after conservation was shaped by 
this construction. In examining conservation in this light, this thesis complicates the 
narrative that conservation in the Catskills was an environmental project with 
environmental goals. By examining the historical and geographical context for 
conservation in the Catskills, this thesis uncovers the various, and at times conflicting, 
economic, political and cultural actors that helped to both enact and sustain conservation 
in the Catskills.  Drawing on theory in political ecology and socionature, this thesis 
understands societal processes as inextricably linked to environmental processes, and 
thus to conservation spaces. By reconceptualizing Brenner & Theodor’s (2002) notion of 
“actually existing neoliberalism,” as “actually existing conservation,” this thesis lays out 
a framework to understand how environmental ideals hybridize with political, social and 
economic discourses to shape conservation both materially and ideologically. Through 
“actually existing conservation,” this thesis argues New York State made capitalist 
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Introduction: A Conservation Paradox  
 
At the 1894 New York State Constitutional Convention, a new article was added 
to the constitution that protected the Catskill and Adirondack Forest Preserves as land “to 
be forever kept wild” (N.Y Const. art. XIV § 1). Article XIV, or the “forever wild” 
clause, has been described as a “landmark conservation measure” not only for New York, 
but also for the United States (Terrie 1989 p.252) because it “inaugurated the concept of 
‘wilderness’ into the world of law for the first time ever, anywhere” (Robinson 2007 
p.7).  But what is unusual about the passage of Article XIV was the group at the forefront 
of getting it passed: New York City businessmen. When businessmen came together with 
lawmakers to persuade the delegates of the 1894 constitutional convention about the 
value of forest protection, there was “not a John Muir among them” (Terrie 1989 p.253). 
Yet despite this notable lack of environmentalists, Article XIV was “unanimously 
embraced” by the delegates, making it the first article to ever be unanimously passed at a 
constitutional convention (New York State Bar Association 2016 p.11).  Rarely are 
businessmen at the forefront of conservation, yet in New York State this was the group of 
people at the helm of protecting New York State’s forestlands.  
Despite the fact that Catskill nature was to be enshrined in law as “forever 
wild”  in 1894, Catskill ecosystems were on the brink of collapse. In the sixty years 
leading up to conservation, Catskill nature was not a sublime forest, or even deemed a 
conservation priority by the State Forest Commission, but rather was a site of extractive 
industry. Throughout the nineteenth century, the raw material extracted from the Catskill 
and Adirondacks supported New York State’s economy. The largest tannery in the world 
in the nineteenth century was located in the Catskills (Zadock Pratt Museum n.d.). 
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However, at the same time that Catskill nature was being destroyed by extractive 
industry, it was simultaneously being created as wilderness in the minds of New Yorkers 
through the popular art and literature of the day. On the painter’s canvas, Catskill nature 
was everything it wasn’t in reality, a land of vivid sunsets and ardent forests. By the 
1880s extractive industry had felled almost all the hemlocks in the Catskills and wildfires 
were igniting with increased frequency, but to New Yorkers, the Catskills stood as a land 
of sublime wildness whose environments had been untouched by human hands. Thus, not 
only were businessmen at the forefront of conservation in the Catskills, but also on the 
eve of conservation, Catskill ecosystems were on the verge of collapse.  
Thus, the conservation history of the Catskill mountains is full of contradictions, 
which befits a mountain chain that is not, in fact, composed of mountains. The Catskills 
are not a site where two ancient tectonic plate boundaries came smashing together. 
Rather, they are more akin to an eroded plateau. The bedrock in the Catskills was 
deposited when rocks and sediments were eroded off mountains uplifted during the 
Acadian orogeny, about 400 million years ago (Ver Staeten 2013). The sediments were 
deposited in what has become known as the Catskill delta and the characteristic rocks and 
topography of the region are largely a result of erosion and weathering processes that 
have taken place in the millions of years since the region’s deposition. However, and 
despite this geological reality, in the 400 million intervening years, the Catskill have 
become constructed and widely understood as mountains.  
The Catskills are located about 100 miles north of New York City on the east side 
of the Hudson River and span across the counties of Greene, Sullivan, Delaware and 
Ulster (Figure 1).  Within these four counties exists both the Catskill Park and the 
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Catskill Forest Preserve.  Created in 1904, the Catskill Park is demarcated with what is 
known as the “blue line,” which derives from early maps that showed the proposed area 
of the Catskill Park outlined in blue. The term has since become synonymous with the 
Catskill Park boundary. The Catskill Park is a mix of publicly and privately held land. 
The publicly held state land within the Catskill Park is designated as the Catskill Forest 
Preserve and only the land that makes up the Forest Preserve is protected and regulated 
under Article XIV of the constitution (New York State Department of Environmental 
Conservation 2008; VanValkenbergh & Olney 2008; NYS Department of Environmental 
Conservation n.d. c). On Forest Preserve land, Article XIV stipulates the lands “shall not 
be leased, sold or exchanged, or be taken by any corporation, public or private, nor shall 
the timber thereon be sold, removed or destroyed.” (N.Y Const. art. XIV § 1). Of the 
privately-owned land, the New York City Department of Environmental Protection 
(DEP) owns and conserves about 35% of it. The Catskill/Delaware watershed runs  
throughout the Catskill region and is the source of 90% of New York City’s drinking 
water (Figure 1). As a result, the DEP has prioritized conservation throughout this 
watershed (NYC Department of Environmental Protection 2010; National Academies of 
Science, Engineering and Medicine 2020) 
Taking inspiration from these mountains that are not quite "mountains," this thesis 
uncovers the conservation history of the Catskills.  Which it, too, paradoxically, is not 
quite environmental conservation. Conservation took place in two waves, first in 1894 
with the passage of Article XIV, and then again 100 years later when the 
Catskill/Delaware watershed was conserved to protect New York City’s drinking water 
supply. I examine the historical and geographic context around both of these conservation 
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projects, and focus specifically on the drivers of conservation as they exist in various 
economic, political, cultural and environmental forms. In doing so, throughout this thesis, 
I ask how and why were the Catskills conserved? What role did economic, political and 
cultural actors play in enacting and sustaining conservation in the Catskills and what does 
this reveal about the relationship between socionature, capitalism, urban power, and 
conservation writ large? 
 It is these questions that animate the thesis and through which I argue that 
conservation in the Catskills, both in 1894 and 1997, was not an environmental project as 
much as it was a political, economic, and cultural project based in New York City with 
specific and non-environmental goals. I contend that the relationship between the 
Catskills and New York City has been mediated through the commodification of Catskill 
since the early nineteenth century. As a result, Catskill nature, before, during, and after 
conservation was both ideologically and physically shaped by this construction. In 
complicating conservation as an environmental project, I show how conservation spaces 
reflect and embody the tensions and discourses within society writ large. I argue that 
conservation spaces must be understood as “actually existing conservation” in which 
environmental ideals hybridize with political, social and economic discourses as they are 
enacted and function on the ground. Through “actually existing conservation”, New York 
State made capitalist imperatives and urban desires compatible with environmentalist 
ideals.  
Methods and theory 
This thesis relies on primary and secondary literature from across academic 
disciplines to explore how conservation was enacted and sustained in the Catskills. To 
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understand specific conservation policies and the circumstances of their passage, I draw 
on legal and political documents, including Article XIV, transcripts of the 1894 
constitution convention and the Memorandum of Agreement (MoA) signed in 1997 
between the Catskill Watershed Coalition and New York City. I examine these 
documents alongside of written and oral histories about the Catskills. In doing so, I am 
able to construct a narrative about conservation in the Catskills that explores how and 
why conservation occurred the way it did.   
In addition, I examine maps, newspaper articles, art and tourist guides to 
understand how the Catskills were constructed in the cultural imagination of New 
Yorkers. In conjunction with these sources, I examine New York State Department of 
Environmental Conservation (DEC) documents, environmental reports about the 
Catskills by biologists and ecologists as well as environmental histories to understand 
Catskill ecology and the environmental reality of the space. Using cultural and scientific 
documents together, I am able to compare and contrast the construction of the Catskills in 
New York City with the environmental reality of the Catskills in upstate New York. 
Finally, for the theoretical framework of this thesis, I rely on scholarly work about 
socionature, the social construction of nature and the politics of conservation spaces from 
various disciples, including biology, political ecology and Marxist geography.  
Chapter Outline 
Conservation is most often understood as an environmental project with specific 
environmental goals. However, conservation in the Catskills is bound up with political, 
economic and cultural forces that necessitate a more expansive understanding of 
conservation.  In chapter two, I draw on literature to lay out a theoretical framework for 
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how to understand conservation in this more expansive way. I argue that conservation is 
both a social construction and socionatural practice and process. Spaces of conservation, 
like all other natural spaces, cannot be separated from societal processes and discourses. 
Rather they must be understood as a product of such discourses, and the historical and 
geographic settings in which they were created. Thus, drawing on Brenner & Theodor’s 
notion of “actually existing neoliberalism,” I propose “actually existing conservation” to 
understand how the tensions between societal discourses and conservation ideals 
hybridize to function on the ground. Unlike traditional conservation, “actually existing 
conservation” embraces the fact that natural spaces do not exist separately from societal 
processes. With the framework of “actually existing conservation”, I contend that the 
relationship between New York City and the Catskills, both before, during and after 
conservation was mediated through the commodification of Catskill nature. With this 
understanding of Catskill nature, I show how the Catskill were constructed (and 
reconstructed) by New York City in contradiction to the reality of Catskill environments. 
In addition, I show how the commodification of Catskill nature allowed it to be 
maintained within cycles of capitalist profit accumulation even after conservation.  
Using “actually existing conservation” as a foundation to understand conservation 
in the Catskills, chapters three and four examine the time leading up to, during and right 
after the passage of Article XIV. Chapter three focuses on the contradictions embodied 
within Catskill nature before conservation was first enacted in 1885. This chapter 
examines in depth the rise and fall of extractive industry and the Hudson River School art 
movement in the Catskills. In doing so, I contrast the near simultaneous destruction of 
Catskill ecosystems and with the construction of Catskill wilderness in the cultural 
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imagination. I contend that Catskill nature was able to be both created and destroyed 
because of the relationship between the Catskills and New York City, and specifically 
because this relationship was mediated through the commodification of Catskill nature. 
Over the course of the nineteenth century, New York City was able to construct (and 
reconstruct) Catskill nature in its own image. Thus, by the time conservation was taking 
place at the end of the nineteenth century, New York City, had already been embedded 
into Catskill nature for almost fifty years.  
Chapter four places the passage of Article XIV within the historical and 
geographic circumstances laid out in chapter three, to understand exactly how 
conservation took place. I focus on the role of various actors, including Cornelius 
Hardenberg, a tax-hating state assemblyman from Ulster County who almost single 
handedly ensured the conservation of the Catskills in order rid to Ulster county of its 
debts. I use the case of Hardenberg, among others, to complicate the long-held belief that 
conservation of the Catskills was an environmental project driven by the desire for 
environmental protection. Chapter four then examines the rise of the tourism industry to 
show how capital accumulation was sustained in the Catskills through conservation and 
after the collapse of extractive industry. Moreover, I examine specific conservation 
actions, including reforestation and fish and game stocking, to show how Article XIV 
shaped Catskill nature to support the tourism industry at the beginning of the twentieth 
century.  I argue that conservation and the rise of the tourism industry must be understood 
in the context of the relationship between the Catskills and New York City, in which New 
York City remade Catskill nature to meet its own needs. Conservation was not a 
departure from this relationship but rather the next step, it transformed the Catskills into 
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“a vast playground for city people” (Studer 1964 p.110) and ensured a safe drinking 
water supply for New York City as its population continued to grow.  
Chapter five turns to examine the conservation of the Catskill/Delaware 
watershed, the watershed from which New York City sources 90% of its water, in the 
1990s. The conservation of the Catskill/Delaware watershed is the second largest 
conservation project to have taken place in the Catskills (Article XIV was the largest). 
Conservation of the watershed was driven by a new ruling from the Environmental 
Protection Agency (EPA) in 1989 that mandated all municipal water sources from surface 
water reservoirs, of which New York City relied, to be filtered.  Filtration avoidance 
could only be permitted if the area surrounding the watershed and the reservoirs were 
properly protected. Thus, rather than building a costly water filtration plant, New York 
City decided to apply for filtration avoidance and focus on conservation in the watershed. 
Thus, as if an echo back to 1894, conservation was again driven in the Catskill primarily 
by capitalist imperatives and urban desires. Scholars have long argued that conservation 
of the Catskill/Delaware watershed was driven by economic factors. However, they also 
argue it was the first large scale conservation project to be explicitly driven by capitalist 
imperatives (Appleton 2002; Chichilnisky & Heal 1998; Daily & Ellison 2002). I situate 
the conservation of the Catskill/Delaware watershed within the legacy of Article XIV, to 
argue that conservation in New York State has long been driven by capitalist imperatives 
and New York City. Moreover, by examining the Catskill/Delaware watershed, I argue 
that the “actually existing conservation” that took place in 1894, set a precedent for 
conservation in which non-environmental drivers were at the forefront of conservation in 
the Catskills, and ultimately that it affected how conservation was enacted in the 1990s.  
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Chapter six will conclude this thesis by examining what conservation in the 
Catskills, and “actually existing conservation,” teach us about conservation today and the 
politics of conservation writ large. Article XIV has had long term ecological benefits 
despite the fact that it was driven and support by political, economic and social actors. I 
contend that it is exactly this contradiction, the fact that conservation was not primarily 
an environmental project in the Catskill, that has made it so important and long lasting. 
Rather than enacting conservation such that nature was sectioned off from society, New 
York enacted “actually existing conservation” and conservation was supported by 
multiple actors within society. Nature and conservation spaces will always be shaped by 
societal forces, however, for conservation to be successful, especially within capitalist 
systems, the process and practice of conservation must anticipate and embrace social, 
political, economic and scientific actors to be successful and sustainable.  Moreover, in 
the era of the climate crisis, enacting conservation must be a priority, but to be most 
effective, “actually existing conservation,” is the only way to support both environment 
and non-environmental goals that can ensure conservation spaces are both ecologically 
















Chapter 2: “Actually Existing Conservation” : A theoretical framework  
 
 Conservation is often understood as a way to protect nature and preserve 
biodiversity. It is seen first and foremost as an environmental project with explicit 
environmental goals. However, conservation in the Catskills was neither driven by nor 
supported by the ideals of environmental preservation. Rather, time and again in the 
Catskills, capitalist imperatives and urban desires were at the forefront of enacting 
conservation projects. This chapter builds a theoretical framework for how to understand 
conservation beyond its environment connotations. I draw on literature across the natural 
and social sciences to understand conservation as a social construction and as a 
socionatural practice. In doing so, I emphasize how social processes are entangled within 
natural spaces. To understand conservation spaces in this way, I propose the idea of 
“actually existing conservation” as a way to grasp how conservation on the ground is a 
balancing act between environmental ideals and economic, political and cultural agendas. 
Specifically, I use this framework to show how conservation spaces are subject to the 
influence of urban power and become embedded within cycles of capitalist profit 
accumulation. I argue that, Catskill nature was able to be commodified before, during and 
after conservation and it was through the commodification of Catskill nature that the 
relationship between New York City and the Catskills was mediated. Thus, “actually 
existing conservation” in the Catskill illustrates the way in which capitalist imperatives 
and urban desires became embedded within conservation spaces and discourses. 
What is conservation? 
The Oxford dictionary defines nature conservation as “[t]he preservation of wild 
fauna and flora and natural habitats and ecosystems, especially from the effects of human 
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exploitation, industrialization, etc.” (Oxford Lexico n.d.). Similarly, the International 
Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN), a leading international conservation 
authority, describes conservation as “The protection, care, management and maintenance 
of ecosystems, habitats, wildlife species and populations...in order to safeguard the 
natural conditions for their long-term permanence” (ICUN 2021 p.20)Both of these 
definitions reflect the common assumption that conservation is an environmental project 
driven by environmental goals. Moreover, these understandings of conservation rest on 
the belief that conservation is a way to protect land, and the species that inhabit it, from 
humans. Even before conservation became a way to preserve ecosystems and 
biodiversity, there was a strong desire to conserve land to protect its aesthetic beauty 
from human destruction (Sarkar 1999). In both these cases, there is a deeply rooted belief 
that humans are outside of and apart from nature, and in order to protect nature, it must 
be sectioned off or designated as something new (Adams & Hutton 2007). As a result, 
because conservation spaces have been constructed and understood as free from humans, 
they also come to be seen as apolitical, spaces that were not affected by economic, 
cultural and political discourse (Robbins 2011).  
 This apolitical understanding of conservation was largely born out of scientific 
discourses and was reinforced through colonialism and the colonization of nature. 
Colonialism perpetuates a relationship with nature that separates human and non-human 
natures (Hutton & Adams 2007; Siurua 2006). In doing so, conserved lands must first be 
constructed as empty before they could be conserved, as was the with Yellowstone and 
Yosemite National Parks (Spence 1996; Hutton & Adams 2007). Indigenous nations were 
forcefully expelled from their homelands and relegated to a fictitious past so the lands 
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that became Yellowstone and Yosemite could be seen as empty and ripe for conservation 
(Voyles 2015). As these lands were constructed as empty, they were also constructed as 
apolitical.  
 Science, founded on a belief in “ethical neutrality” or a discipline free from 
ideology, institutionalized the idea that nature exists outside the realm of human 
influence  (Harvey 1979 p. 256). In doing so, it helped perpetuate the notion that 
conservation, as a scientific process, is apolitical. Conservation biology as a scientific 
discipline is relatively new, established in 1985 when Michael Soulé published the now 
famous paper “What is Conservation biology?” that declared “a new synthetic discipline 
address[ing] the dynamics and problems of perturbed species , communities1 and 
ecosystems'' (Soulé 1985 p.727). The goal of conservation biology was “to provide 
principles and tools for preserving biological diversity” (Soulé 1985 p.727).  However, 
the way in which biologists have approached conservation biology has rapidly evolved 
since 1985. Mace (2014) chronicles how conservation biology’s approach to conservation 
has changed from protecting nature for nature’s sake or a “nature despite people” in the 
1980s and 90s to a “nature for people” approach in the 2000s and now towards a “people 
and nature” approach to conservation (Mace 2014 p.1559). However, despite the 
evolution of conservation biology into a field that now emphasizes the importance of 
“people and nature”, there are still widespread and historically rooted beliefs that there is 
some sort of essential separation between human and non-human nature, that is embodied 
within how conservation is understood and how conservation spaces are created 
 
1  Communities in this context refers to ecological communities, not human communities. The field of 
conservation science was still based on the premise that humans and non-humans are separate. 
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Redefining conservation  
Conservation in the Catskills, and conservation writ large is not apolitical. 
Conservation is a political act that “is as much about people as it is about species or 
ecosystems- an acknowledgment seldom made in conservation circles” (Mascia et al. 
2003). Even the way in which conservation has been constructed through colonial 
discourses makes clear that conservation has always been a political act. Thus, I turn now 
to examine how conservation is both conceptually and materially bound up within social, 
political and cultural discourses through the idea of “actually existing conservation.” 
Regardless of whether the focus of conservation is environmental, aesthetic or 
other, conservation is deeply tied to ideas about nature. It is one way in which our 
relationship to nature is understood and materially expressed. Therefore, to understand 
conservation, one must first interrogate how nature is constructed. Raymond Williams 
argues that “nature is perhaps the most complex word in the language” (Williams 1983 
p.219). In response, academics have attributed nature’s complexity to the fact that it is a 
social construct rather than any physical entity (Demeritt 2001; Greider & Garkovich 
1994; Gerber 1997; Bird 1987). As a social construction,  nature is a “culturally and 
historically specific concept” that is produced and understood through its ever-changing 
web of relations (Demeritt 2001 p.32). Nature is something that is constantly evolving 
and being reproduced, and it is this instability that characterize nature as a social 
construction. Moreover, because it is “culturally and historically specific,” ideas about 
nature are constantly changing to reflect new cultural discourses. Nature cannot be 
separate from humans but rather “is the product of human design and human labor” 
(Williams 1980 p.78).  
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Thus, if nature is a social construct, and conservation is a way in which to 
understand our relationship to nature, conservation is an extension of that social 
construct. Conservation represents one way in which we understand nature, and one way 
through which our relationship to nature is mediated. Moreover, as a social construction, 
conservation is equally subject to the changing cultural, economic, political and scientific 
discourses that nature is. The evolution within the discipline of conservation biology in 
terms of how to enact and understand conservation from “nature despite human” to 
“people and nature” emphasizes how conservation is a “culturally and historically 
specific concept.” Moreover, as a social construction, nature and space of conservation 
are easily constructed and reconstructed through narratives to reflect different, and in 
cases conflicting, social discourses.  
While the social construction of conservation emphasizes how conservation as a 
concept is subject to changing societal influence, conservation is also materially shaped 
by these same influences. Swyngedouw (1999) uses the idea of socionature to describe 
how “natural or ecological conditions and processes do not operate separately from social 
processes” (Swyngedouw 1999 p.445). Socionature understands nature and society to be 
inextricably linked and provides an analytical framework that sees the relationship 
between human and non-human nature as a product of its historical-geographical settings 
and relationships. Moreover, socionature acknowledges that the relationship between 
society and nature is full of  “contradictions, tensions and conflicts” (Swyngedouw 1999 
p. 445) that demonstrate the ways in which nature is constructed to both conform to and 
contest hegemonic discourses. Socionature allows us to understand “the nature of the 
forest” as a “product of long histories and current struggles” (Kosek 2006 p. 280), thus 
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allowing for a more comprehensive understanding of the relationships between human 
and non-human nature. 
Raymond Bryant (2000) extends the idea of socionature to conservation spaces by 
arguing that conservation projects “entail a series of inescapably moral judgement about 
the ethical content of ‘nature’ (past, present and future), as well as the shifting human 
identifications of nature” (Bryant 2000 p.678). As such, spaces of conservation reflect the 
“(re)creation of socionature and place” (Bryant 2000 p.678) as much as the interests of 
the species and spaces that are conserved. Thus, Bryant builds off of Swyngedouw 
understanding of socionature to articulate how conservation itself is a process that is 
deeply embedded within socionatural discourses. In doing so, he emphasizes that 
conserved lands are merely a reflection and embodiment of values of those (both 
individuals and social forces) who created the space. 
The social construction of conservation provides a lens to understand how 
conservation is conceptualized through societal discourses. Likewise, socionature 
provides a means of understanding how conservation landscapes physically embody and 
reflect these discourses. However, the conservation that exists in theory, must be 
translated in some way to exist on the ground. In Brenner & Theodor’s (2002) essay 
about urban neoliberalism, they put forward the concept of “actually existing 
neoliberalism” to describe the ways in which neoliberalism, as an economic theory, is 
translated from a theory to a practice, to function on the ground. They argue that through 
the process of translation, compromises and hybrid forms of neoliberalism are created as 
the economic theory becomes embedded within different cultural and political systems. 
Like neoliberalism, the ideals and theory of conservation must also be translated in order 
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for conservation to exist on the ground and in practice. Thus, like neoliberalism, 
conservation on the ground and in practice must be understood as “actually existing 
conservation.” In “actually existing conservation,” the ideals of environmental protection 
and biodiversity preservation that conservation stewards, are compromised and 
hybridized such that they can coexist in the context of capitalist and colonialist systems 
that are built on the exploitation of resources (rather than on their preservation). In this 
way, “actually existing conservation” embraces the inextricable link between nature and 
society and understands it as part of the conservation process. Moreover, “actually 
existing conservation,” like actually existing neoliberalism, is a place specific, 
conservation spaces will reflect whatever the dominant cultural, economic and political 
systems are of that place. As conservation is enacted in different places it will hybridize 
differently based on the context. Thus, “actually existing conservation” provides a means 
to understand how contradictory societal and environmental discourses work together and 
shape conservation on the ground.  
Conservation as a function of capitalist imperatives and urban power  
As “actually existing conservation” is place specific, different places will have 
different factors that affect conservation. In the Catskills specifically, nature was 
constructed and understood as a commodity by New York City before, during and after 
conservation. Using the lens of “actually existing conservation” to understand 
conservation, this section examines how conservation in the Catskill was shaped by New 
York City through the commodification of Catskill nature. More broadly, I examine the 
relationship between urban power, capitalism and conservation to show not only how 
they coexist, but how they come to mutually support each other.   
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Nature and spaces of conservation have long been subject to the influence of 
urban centers. William Cronon (1996) argues that non-human nature, or wilderness is 
constructed by and for people from urban centers. Cronon (2009) goes further to explain 
the relationship between wilderness and urban centers, arguing that cities and the 
countryside are not diametrically opposed, but rather, each produce and are produced by 
the other. However, despite this relationship, urban centers hold disproportionately more 
power over the countryside than the other way around. Cronon states that “convinced of 
our human omnipresence, we can imagine nature retreating to a small island – ‘preserves’ 
- in the midst of a landscape that otherwise belongs to us” (Cronon 2009, p.17).  The 
nature that exists on these small islands “is the place we are not” (Cronon 2009 p.18). If 
nature was once a place in which humans and other species lived together, urban centers 
helped construct nature as wilderness and as synonymous with uninhabited space. 
However, in the attempt to create small islands of nature that are fundamentally separate 
from humans, urban centers have only worked to further embed themselves within these 
so-called natural spaces. In doing so, conservation and wilderness preservation become 
“an urban project pursued by [and for] urban folk” (Cronon 1996 p.48). 
Writing specifically about the Catskills, both David Straddling and David Stoll 
argue that the Catskill have been defined and fundamentally transformed because of their 
close relationship with New York City. Stoll argues that New York City wielded such 
power over its hinterlands that it “remade [Catskill] nature for its own ends” (Stoll 2013 
p.42). Thus, as New York City is deeply embedded within Catskill nature, conservation 
in the Catskills cannot be separated from New York City. However, the City has been 
embedded within Catskill nature since the advent of extractive industry, long before 
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conservation was ever enacted. During the period of extractive industry,  New York City 
remade Catskill nature into a commodity. And since Catskill nature was remade into a 
commodity, the relationship between New York City and the Catskills was mediated 
through the commodification of Catskill nature. Thus, since the relationship between 
New York City and the Catskills is based on the commodification of Catskill nature, 
urban desires and capitalist imperatives must be understood as two sides of the same 
coin. The capitalist imperatives that shaped how and when conservation took place in the 
Catskills were driven by urban desires. 
As nature is (re)shaped by urban desires, new opportunities for profit 
accumulation are created, thus allowing nature (and its constant remaking) to serve as a 
“spatial fix” for urban centers. David Harvey proposed the idea of the “spatial fix” to 
describe “capitalism’s insatiable drive to resolve its inner crisis tendencies by 
geographical expansion and geographical restructuring” (Harvey 2001 p. 24). As spaces 
become new frontiers of capital investment and profit, they are transformed and produced 
as something new. Thus, the instability and constant (re)production of natural and 
conserved spaces must be understood, in part, as a function of capitalism's need for 
constant compound growth. Specifically, conservation spaces are able to serve as a 
spatial fix because: 
 [M]ainstream conservation is a means by which capitalism expands through 
creating economic value in natural resources left in situ rather than extracted, 
processed, and commodifying, in the process, spaces and things that had not 
previously been valued in monetary terms [become valued] (Fletcher 2011 p.447). 
 23 
Conservation allows natural resources and natural landscapes to continue to be 
commodified in new ways and thus they serve as a spatial fix. In doing so, they also 
create new spaces for profit accumulation. Moreover, the spatial fix suggests that even as 
spaces are transformed into conserved or wilderness spaces they still serve as sites for 
capital accumulation, thus making compatible the desires of conservation and capitalism. 
Through conservation and the process of “geographical restructuring”, commodification 
shifted in the Catskills from natural resources to natural landscapes. But Catskill nature 
remained within cycles of capital accumulation that allowed capitalist imperatives to 
continue to sustain conservation even after it was enacted.  
By understanding the spatial fix, it becomes clear that as conservation reimagines 
spaces it also creates new opportunities for capital accumulation. In Enterprising Nature 
Jessica Dempsey (2016) examines the idea of “liberal environmentalism ”, first put 
forward by Bernstein (2002) to examine the ways in which “environmental concerns are 
[made compatible] with economic growth within predominantly capitalist markets and 
states'' (Dempsey 2016 p.237). Building off the idea of liberal 
environmentalism,  Dempsey argues that “biodiversity conservation is becoming sutured 
to the accumulation processes [resulting in] “accumulation by conservation” (p.15, 
Dempsey 2016 quoting Buscher and Fletcher 2015, 2012). Thus, Dempsey asserts that 
conservation is being co-opted by capitalist systems through models that put capital 
values on natural processes. She argues through these processes, spaces of conservation 
have come to serve as new frontiers for capital investment and accumulation (Dempsey 
2016). Moreover, as conservation becomes a new frontier for capital accumulation, 
conservation spaces are both supported by, and in turn come to support capital 
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accumulation. In this way, conservation and capitalism not only work together, but they 
become mutually beneficial. 
 New York City remade Catskill nature in its own image through conservation to 
fulfill specific economic, political and cultural needs. Catskill nature was able to be 
remade so easily and ensure continued (or even expanded) profit accumulation because of 
the way in which nature was constructed as a commodity early in the nineteenth 
century.  Thus, through the process of “actually existing conservation” urban centers are 
able to use conservation as a way to remake nature in their hinterlands such that even 




























Chapter 3: Art & Industry: A Conservation Prehistory (1820-1885)  
 
The Catskill Mountains are the unceded homeland of several indigenous nations 
including the Mohican, Haudenosaunee and Delaware peoples among others1. Indigenous 
peoples resided largely in the valleys, only venturing up into the mountains to collect 
berries and hunt game. They played an active role in the management of the forests and 
wildlife in the Catskills, through regular burning regimes to increase berry production 
and seasonal deer hunts (National Academy of Sciences, Engineering and Medicine 
2020). Kudish (2000) writes about the influence of Native American land management 
and frequent burning. He notes that Native American communities altered forest 
composition to such an extent that the forests in the valleys and lower slopes of the 
Catskills were characterized as southern hardwood forests, as such species are better 
adapted to ecosystems with frequent fire, while the forests of the higher slopes and 
interior Catskills on the other hand, were characterized as northern hardwood forests, 
which is more typical of upstate New York.  
Such is to say, the Catskills were never an empty wilderness free from human 
interference, but rather the ecology of the region has long been shaped by human hands. 
Over the course of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, smallpox and other diseases 
in addition to dozens of wars between European colonial settlers and Native Americans 
 
1  There is disagreement among various sources and scholars about which indigenous groups were present 
in the Catskills. Stradling (2007) states the Hudson Valley and Catskills were home to the “Lenni-Lenape, 
Mohawks, and Mohecians” p.21. The Academics of Sciences (2020) states that the area was home to the 
“Haudenosaunee...to the west, Mohecians to the east, and the Wabanakis and Hurons to the North” (p.29). 
Alf Evers states that the Catskills were likely home to “ the Esopus and the Mahican” people. The Catskill 
Centers state that there were the “two major groups of Native people...[in the] Catskill Mountain region” 
p.3. One group being the Kanien'kehá:kah (or Mohawk as named by European colonialist) peoples who 
were part of the Haudenosaunee (Iroquois) Confederacy. The other group being Algonkian-speaking 




resulted in the violent expulsion and/or death of virtually all Native American 
communities from the Hudson Valley and Catskill region by the end of the American 
Revolutionary War (Midtrød 2012). During the same time, European settlers tried to 
sustain agriculture in the region, but the infertile glacial till soils made growing most 
crops difficult (Stradling 2007).         
The Rise of Industry     
By 1820, extractive industries began to be established across the Catskills.  The 
region’s proximity to New York City and accessibility via the Hudson River made 
transporting raw materials from the Catskills to markets in New York City remarkably 
easy. The first, and most famous of these industries to set up shop in the Catskills were 
Tanneries. Tanneries rely on three major materials: tannins, water and hides, all of which 
were easily accessible across the Catskills. Tannins were found in the bark of hemlock 
trees, which were of great abundance in the first half of the century; numerous streams 
provided both water and hydropower; and the proximity to the Hudson River allowed 
hides to be sent from Latin America up to the Catskills and the finished leather products 
to be shipped back down to the markets in New York City (National Academy of 
Sciences, Medicine and Engineering 2020, Stradling 2007; New York State Department 
of Environmental Conservation 2008; Kudish 2000; Evers 1972). For these reasons, the 
Catskills were the center of the tanning industry in the U.S during the first half of the 
nineteenth century. The largest tannery in the world at the time was in the Catskills, the 
Prattsville Tannery, which was owned and operated by Zadock Pratt (Zadock Pratt 
Museum n.d.). The Prattsville tannery, as described by Pratt, “employ[ed] thirty thousand 
men in tanning over a million sides of sole leather in twenty years, and stripping an area 
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of ten square miles of hemlock forest”  (Close p.144 1931 quoting Pratt). Zadock Pratt 
closed his tanneries 1850, once “the hemlock bark gave out finally” and sourcing raw 
materials became difficult (Close p.144 1931), but the extent of the tannery he built was 
unrivaled across the Catskills or the U.S. 
Tanneries elsewhere in the Catskills remained active until the 1880s, but by the 
1850s several other extractive enterprises had also begun to establish themselves across 
the region, including sawmills, bluestone quarries and timbering/furniture factories. Like 
tanneries, the bluestone industry also left a remarkable legacy both in the Catskills and 
New York City. Bluestone gained popularity in New York City the second half of the 
nineteenth century as a material for sidewalks. At the peak of the bluestone industry an 
estimated one million dollars of bluestone were being shipped down the Hudson River 
from the Catskills to New York City each year. In addition, the bluestone industry 
employed 20,000 people in the Catskills, the majority of whom were local residents who 
worked seasonally, splitting their time between quarrying and farming (Stradling 2007). 
Quarries were so abundant across the Catskills, that in a 1931 history of the Catskills, 
H.A.Harins writes that bluestone quarries could be found in “[e]very hallow in the 
Catskills, every hotel and boarding house, has, somewhere nearby within each walking 
distance its “old quarry”” (Hardins p.120 1931). 
Over the course of the nineteenth century more than 500 different quarries, 
tanneries, factors and mills sprung up throughout the Catskills, reaching its peak in the 
1860s (Kudish 2000). But by the 1880s, the extractive industry was in decline. The 
natural resources that had once been plentiful were becoming exhausted. The effects of 
extractive industry, both economic and physical, shaped New York City and the 
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Catskills. The commodification of Catskill resources helped grow New York City’s 
economy and laid the foundation for the City’s walkways. In the Catskills, industry 
polluted streams and eroded mountains but it also created jobs for Catskills residents.    
By the end of the nineteenth century, not only had extractive industry collapsed in 
the Catskills, so too had the ecosystems that supported it. The loss of the vast majority of 
hemlock trees in the Catskills resulted in a shift in forest composition. Areas that had 
once been largely conifer forest, had given way to hardwood forests, dominated by 
maples, beech and ash trees. Hardwood species already existed in abundance in the 
Catskills but only became the primary forest type after the decline of hemlock. Moreover, 
wildfires occurred with increased frequency in the 1880s as the copious amount of debris 
left behind by extractive industries made for a perfect fuel source (Stradling 2007; Evers 
1972; Kudish 2000).  The increased frequency of fires further aided this shift in forest 
composition as hardwood pioneer species, such as birch and cherry trees, were able to 
regenerate more quickly after fires than other species (Kudish 2000). Additionally, waste 
from extractive industries was routinely dumped into Catskill streams, increasing their 
acidity and changing the dissolved oxygen content. Ultimately, this caused a rapid 
decline in native brook trout populations throughout the Catskills. (National Academy of 
Sciences, Medicine and Engineering 2020, Stradling 2007). Moreover, a combination of 
fires, deforestation and hunting decimated the white tail deer population to such an extent 
that by 1880 deer had all but disappeared from the Catskills (Evers 1972). 
The Rise of Wilderness 
         However, the Catskills in the nineteenth century were not only a site for extractive 
industry, but they were also home to a new group of painters known collectively as the 
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Hudson River School.  Hudson River School was a romantic art movement that reached 
its peak in the mid-century featuring paintings of sweeping vistas and craggy outcrops, 
often without any signs of human habitation. Artists such as Thomas Cole and Asher 
Durand have become famous for paintings such as Kaaterskill falls and Kindred Spirits. 
The Hudson River School reached such popularity that, at its height in the 1860s, Catskill 
and Hudson Valley landscapes could be found in almost every gallery and middle-class 
home in New York City (Stradling 2007). However, the work of the Hudson River 
School juxtaposes the industrial reality of the Catskills in the 1860s. Moreover, the 
popularity of the work, especially in the City, helped construct an image of the Catskills 
as pristine wilderness in the minds of New Yorkers. Figure 2 shows two images, made 
just seven years apart. The painting by Thomas Cole shows the Catskills as a peaceful 
wilderness, devoid of human interference, while the sketch of the Prattsville Tannery, 
shows down trees and workers dutifully felling those that are left standing. These two 
opposing images illustrate the dichotomy that is embodied in the Catskills as they are 
constructed both as wilderness and exist as a space for industry in the nineteenth century.  
For the painters whose work had the most direct impact of creating the Catskills 
as wilderness, the construction of the Catskills as wilderness was as much about 
intentionally creating wilderness, as it was a commentary on the state of nature in Europe 
in comparison to the U.S. Thomas Cole, who is considered the founder of the Hudson 
river school, writes: 
“The most distinctive, and perhaps the most impressive characteristics of 
American scenery is its wilderness. It is the most distinctive, because in civilize 
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Europe the primitive features of scenery have long been destroyed or modified” 
(Cole 1835 p.102) 
The construction of the Catskills as wilderness was a way for Cole to celebrate and make 
distinct American nature from European nature. Specifically about the Catskills, Cole 
writes: 
“The lofty Catskills stand afar off - the green hills gently rising from the flood, 
recede like steps by which we may ascend to a great temple, whose pillars are 
those everlasting hills, and whose dome is the blue boundless vault of heaven” 
(Cole 1835 p.106) 
In this passage, Cole constructs the Catskill as wilderness using terminology one would 
use to describe the architecture of a great cathedral. While Cole is focused on the 
astounding natural beauty of the region, he makes it legible by describing it as if it were 
built by humans. However, his description of the Catskills in this way is a human act of 
constructing nature. Moreover, in what might even be considered a final conceit to his act 
of construction, Cole states that “The Hudson has...an unbounded capacity for 
improvement by art” (Cole 1835 p.106). He is acknowledging that what he renders on the 
page is his embellished construction of the natural environment. However, despite the 
fact that Cole himself may recognize that his work is a construction, for those who were 
viewing the art in New York City, this embellished construction was believed to be the 
reality of the space. 
  Thomas Cole’s 1835 description of Catskill and American nature was emulated 
throughout the century by the rest of the Hudson River School. The images of Catskill 
nature that were created by the Hudson River School not only shaped New York City’s 
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understandings of the Catskills, but they also played “a disproportionate role… in 
shaping nineteenth century American ideas of wild nature” in the country writ large 
(Cronon 2007 p.xi). The ability of the Catskills to shape national ideas of nature was in 
large part due to the region’s “special relationship with New York City” (Cronon 2007 
p.xi). This “special relationship” was cultivated first and foremost out of the proximity 
and accessibility between the Catskills and the City. But proximity alone does not explain 
how Catskill nature became influential on a national scale. In the latter half of the 
nineteenth century, New York City was on its way to becoming the preeminent American 
City by the turn of the twentieth century. Thus, as New York City became America’s 
most influential city, the Catskills were shaping how New Yorkers, and by extension how 
Americans were thinking about nature through images and discourses produced by the 
Hudson River School (Cronon 2007). Moreover, as images of Catskill landscapes were 
transformed into commodities that could easily be bought, sold and hung up in one’s 
living room, the realm of influence for Catskill nature was expanded. Thus, for all these 
reasons together, Catskill nature, or the imagined construction of it that was created by 
Hudson River School artists in the nineteenth century was able to have a “a 
disproportionate role… in shaping nineteenth century American ideas of wild nature.”  
The Hudson River School art movement reached the peak of its popularity in the 
1860s, the same decade that extractive industry reached its peak in the Catskills. Yet, 
despite these near simultaneous peaks, there is no evidence of extractivism in the works 
of the Hudson River School. Despite this, the infrastructure built by industries were 
essential to producing the sweeping vistas depicted by Hudson River School artists. The 
very roads Thomas Chole used to visit the tops of mountains and see sweeping Catskill 
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landscapes were constructed by tanneries to access and chop down mountain top hemlock 
stands. (Johnson 1990). Sweeping mountain top views would not have been possible with 
the Hemlocks left intact; the trees would have blocked the view. Thus, art and industry in 
the Catskills are not as antithetical as they first seem. They are deeply intertwined, both 
in the day to day creation of Hudson River School art by artists, but also within 
nineteenth century society. The romantic art movement that took hold in the nineteenth 
century, of which the Hudson River School was apart, is a direct result of the 
disillusionment that people were feeling in response to the industrial revolution. Images 
and ideas of wilderness, of nature free from humans, provided a counterbalance to the 
ways in which nature was being transformed and destroyed on a mass scale to support the 
rise of industry and urbanization (Cloudsley 1990). Thus, the Catskills simultaneous 
construction as both a space of industry and a space of wilderness merely reflects the 
tensions that exist in society as people and states were grappling with how to understand 
nature in the midst of the industrial revolution.  
Over the course of the nineteenth century, Catskill nature was constructed first as 
a resource to be extracted and second as wilderness, to be appreciated aesthetically. 
Catskill nature will continue to be constructed in new ways as the space is conserved and 
new industries move in. Each of these constructions (and reconstructions) of Catskill 
nature rely on the region's relationship with New York City. And specifically the way in 
the relationship between New York City and the Catskills was mediated through the 
commodification of Catskill nature. Each construction of Catskill nature relied on the 
commodification of different elements based on what was deemed valuable in New York 
City markets.  
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If “the nature of the forest” is the “product of long histories and current struggles” 
(Kosek 2006 p. 280), then Catskill nature is a product of its relationship with New York 
City, the legacy of art and industry, and the commodification of nature. Thus, as 
conservation takes place, these “long histories and current struggles” continued to affect 




































Chapter 4: Article XIV & the Catskill Forest Preserve (1885 -1894) 
 
Enacting Conservation: Article XIV  
The push for the conservation of New York’s forests began with the publication 
of  Man and Nature in 1864 by George P. Marsh. Marsh wrote about the negative impact 
humans were having on their environment as a result of extractive industry. In particular, 
he warned that continued deforestation would cause waterways to dry up. Marsh laid out 
how “the felling of the woods” by humans will result in “momentous consequences to the 
drainage of the soil, the external configurations of its surface…[and] to local climate” 
(Marsh 1864 p.vi). Marsh ominously writes that “with the disappearance of the forest, all 
is changed” (Marsh 1864 p.215) and in a call to action to prevent the further effects of 
forest loss Marsh states “Let us restore” (Marsh 1864 p.329) and preserve what is left of 
our forests to protect our climate and our waterways. This call to action rang in the ears 
of New Yorkers who began to fear that extensive lumbering upstate would drain New 
York of its waterways. The two most economically valuable waterways in New York 
State at the time, the Erie Canal and the Hudson River, both rely on headwaters in the 
Adirondacks. The Erie Canal and the Hudson River connect New York City with the 
Midwest, and was part of what made New York City the most active and important port 
in the U.S during the nineteenth century. Thus, upon reading Marsh’s work in 1864, and 
understanding the potential impact that the loss of the waterways would have, 
businessmen from New York City became increasingly anxious about the continued 
lumbering in the Adirondacks and the fate of the Erie Canal and Hudson River (Stradling 
2007; Terrie 1985). 
After a few years of lobbying, New York City businessmen, working with the 
New York Department of Transportation had put enough pressure on the State 
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legislature, that a “Commission of State Parks” was created in 1884 whose job it was to 
report to the 1885 State legislature about the potential creation of a State Forest Preserve 
in the Adirondacks. The commission was headed by Charles Sprague Sargent, a professor 
at Harvard and the head of the university’s arboretum. Upon visiting the Adirondacks, 
Sargent saw the value of preserving the land and advocated for such when he reported 
back to the state legislature. Sargent also visited the Catskills as part of his duties for the 
commission on state parks (New York State Department of Environmental Conservation 
2008; Evers 1972; VanValkenburg & Olney 2008). However, unlike the Adirondacks, 
Sargent saw the forests of the Catskills as too degraded from a century of extractive 
industry and frequent wildfires to be turned into a forest preserve. Sargent stated the 
protection of the Catskill was not of “much general importance” and that the streams in 
the region were “of local influence only” (Evers 1972 p.525 quoting Charles Sprague 
Sargent). In addition, the commission stated that the “real value [of the Catskills] consist 
in increasing the beauties of summer resorts, which are of great importance to the people 
of the State” (VanValkenburgh & Olney 2008 quoting the 1885 Commission of State 
Parks n.p.). However, when legislation was passed to create a State Forest Preserve, the 
Catskills were included as part of the new State Forest Preserve system, despite Professor 
Sargent’s report. 
By the 1870s and 80s, extractive industry in the Catskills was in decline and much 
of the land that had been used by industries had been turned over to the counties. Once 
the land fell under the jurisdiction of the counties it became their responsibility to pay 
taxes on the land. But pay taxes, they did not. Especially in Ulster county, which had 
fallen $40,000 in debt as a result of unpaid taxes. Cornelius Hardenbergh, a member of 
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the New York State assembly for Ulster county at the time, had a particular distaste for 
paying taxes and was a large part of the reason Ulster county has fallen into debt. 
Hardenbergh’s distaste for taxes was so extreme that upon being required to pay taxes on 
a business he owned, he promptly sold the business instead of paying the taxes on the 
property (VanValkenberg & Olney 2008). In 1885, a new piece of legislation came 
before the State Assembly and Hardenburgh saw an opportunity to rid the county of its 
debts and the indebted land. The legislation that was up for question was an 1885 act that 
proposed the creation of a State Forest Preserve in the Adirondacks. As part of that 
legislation, it stated all land “now owned or which may hereafter be 
acquired”  (Valkenberg & Olney 2008 n.p. quoting the 1885 law) by the State in the 
counties that made up the Adirondacks would become part of the new State Forest 
Preserve. Once the land was owned by the State, the county was no longer responsible for 
paying taxes on the land. Moreover, in turning over the indebted land to the state, the 
counties would be free from any previously unpaid debts associated with the land. 
Hardenbergh saw this as an opportunity to rid Ulster County of its debt by giving the land 
over to the state. Ultimately he successfully convinced the legislature to include the 
Catskill counties of Ulster, Greene, and Sullivan (and soon after Delaware) to be part of 
this new Forest Preserve legislation. The land in these counties would make a second 
state forest preserve in the Catskills (Evers 1972; VanValkenberg & Olney 2008). Thus, 
“thanks to the political maneuvering of Cornelius Hardenbergh. The Forest Preserve 
began with 681,374 acres in the Adirondacks, and 33,894 acres in the Catskills” 
(VanValkenburg & Olney 2008 n.p). Or more accurately, thanks to Cornelius 
Hardenbergh’s personal disdain for paying taxes, the Catskills were conserved at all.  
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The creation of the State Forest Preserves in 1885, was largely in response to calls 
from New York City businessmen who worried about the potential diminishing quality 
and quantity of water in the Hudson River and Erie Canal if logging were to continue in 
the Adirondacks (Stradling 2007; Terrie 1989). The 1885 law responded to these calls, by 
creating the State Forest Preserves as land to be  “to be forever kept wild”. However, 
while the 1885 law protected the land as forever wild, it did not specifically put an end to 
logging or other environmentally destructive activities.  As a result, in 1892 and 1893 
efforts to “liberalize, weaken and capitalize on the Forest Preserve” resulted in a series of 
laws passed that “allowed the leasing, timbering and building of new roads on state 
lands” (VanValkenbergh & Olney 2008 n.p). Many in the State saw this as 
mismanagement of the newly created State Forest Preserves by the legislature (Evers 
1972; VanValkenbergh & Olney 2008). As a result, several groups, including the New 
York Department of Trade and Transportation, New York City businessmen and the 
Brooklyn Constitution Club came together to push for the inclusion of an article into the 
constitution that would put an end to logging on State Forest Preserves once and for all. 
(Stradling 2007; Terrie 1989). They saw this as the only way to sufficiently protect New 
York State’s canal systems and the Hudson River. Moreover, fears about the loss of the 
Hudson River and Erie Canal were heightened by a series of droughts that took place in 
the 1880s and 90s (Evers 1972; VanValkenbergh & Olney 2008).  For many, this drought 
was seen as final proof that Marsh’s predictions were correct, and action must be taken 
immediately to protect New York’s forests from further logging.  
A Commission on State Forest Preserves, headed by David McClure of New York 
City, was convened in preparation for the 1894 New York State Constitutional 
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Convention and laid out an argument to the convention about the importance of 
protecting the Forest Preserves. The commission laid out two major arguments in favor of 
forest protection, the first being about the importance of protecting state land for the 
people of New York State and the second about water protection. McClure argued that 
“man has yet found a way to improve upon the ways of nature” (Steele 1900 p. 139) and 
thus we should “do all we can to preserve what is left of our great natural reservoirs...for 
the benefit of the generation yet unborn” (Steele 1900 p.149). By protecting its natural 
water reservoirs, creating recreation space and protecting the environment, New York 
State was investing in its people, and protecting future generations' right to natural 
spaces. McClure made his argument about water preservation by recounting the 
experience of “a delegate from Glens Falls” who was said to have experienced water 
levels so low “that he could walk across [the Hudson] on the day upon which this 
Convention met without wetting his shoes” (Steele 1900 p.132). McClure brought these 
two argument together by showing that water protection was an essential part of ensuring 
State land was being used in the interests of the people, stating:   
Heretofore the Adirondacks have stood as a symbol of sport, of recreation and 
pleasure-seeking, but the time will come when every man, woman and child in 
[New York City], as they quench their thirst with the soft, pure water that has 
come to them fresh and cool from the lakes and rills of the far-away woods, will 
recognize the higher use of the great wilderness, and that God for it as His 
choicest gift to them.” (Applause.)” (Stelle 1900 p.133) 
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Thus, the Catskills and Adirondacks must be protected not only to ensure the longevity of 
the Hudson River and Erie Canal but also to ensure a future water supply for New York 
City.  
McClure’s forest commission was successful. Ultimately they received a 
unanimous vote, the first of its kind at a New York State constitutional convention, in 
favor of adding a forest protection article into the constitution (New York State Bar 
Association 2016). The newly adopted article put an end to the threat of lumbering and 
other industrial activities and protected Forest Preserve land in perpetuity 
(VanValkenberg & Olney 2008; Evers 1972). Article VII, which in 1938 became Article 
XIV, the “forever wild clause” was voted on by the people of state and added to the 
constitution. The Article states that: 
 “The lands of the state, now owned or hereafter acquired, constituting the forest 
preserve as now fixed by law, shall be forever kept as wild forest lands. They 
shall not be leased, sold or exchanged, or be taken by any corporation, public or 
private, nor shall the timber thereon be sold, removed or destroyed.”  (N.Y Const. 
art. XIV § 1) 
 
Since the passage of this Article it has been called a “landmark conservation 
measure” for both New York and for the U.S (Terrie 1989 p. 252). However, the 
circumstances of the passage of Article XIV reveal that conservation is more complicated 
in New York State than simply a project about environmentalism. Social and economic 
factors played a driving role in the conservation of the Catskill. Moreover, there was “not 
a John Muir among” those who were  present at the 1894 constitution convention and 
pushing for the passage of Article (Terrie 1989 p. 252). The most influential groups 
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pushing for the protection of New York State’s forest preserves were prominent groups 
of New York City businessmen, the New York Board of Trade and Transportation and 
the Brooklyn Constitution Club (Valkenbergh & Olney 2008; Stradling 2007; New York 
State Department of Environmental Conservation 2008; Halper 1992). Even among the 
members of Professor Sprague’s Forest Commission, the commission that was assembled 
to determine the suitability of the Catskills and Adirondacks as a forest preserve, the 
other members included “a downstate lawyer” and a “New York City banker” (Halper 
1992 p.242) 
Conservation at the end of the nineteenth century was thus inherently an 
economic act because those who were invested in the protection of New York City’s 
forest were more fluent in economics than in environmental protection. Environmental 
protection became a means to help ensure New York’s economic security and New York 
City’s growing prosperity by protecting waterways important for shipping, freshwater 
resources for drinking water, and land for recreation. New Yorkers were beginning to 
believe that the “lumber barons of the state bureaucracy, [and] the scientific foresters” 
(Terrie 1985 p.108) were cutting down trees and harming the state’s economy. Thus, 
New York City capitalists saw it as their prerogative to be stewards of environmental 
protection as a way to ensure the long-term success of New York’s economy. The desire 
to pass Article XIV represents a calculated economic decision on the part of New York 
City’s capitalists who realized that the longevity of New York’s waterways were more 
valuable to New York’s economy than the already collapsing extractive industries in the 
Catskills and the Adirondacks. 
Sustaining conservation: The rise of the tourism industry  
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With the passage of Article XIV extractive industry in the Catskills was put to an 
end and with it, so was the primary means of capital accumulation in the region. In the 
words of David Harvey, Article XIV was a “barrier to accumulation”, that if not 
circumvented would “disrupt the continuity of capital flow and, if prolonged, eventually 
produce a crisis” (Harvey 2010  p. 47). But as with life, when one door closes another 
one opens. Capitalism’s tendencies towards creative destruction also leads to creative 
construction. And in the Catskills, putting an end to extractive industry allowed for the 
rise of a tourism industry in its wake.  
The tourism economy that was able to flourish after the passage of Article XIV 
was not created by Article XIV, but has roots extending back to the first half of the 
nineteenth century and the advent of extractive industry. As early as 1824, with the 
construction of the Catskill Mountain House, wealthy New Yorkers ventured up from the 
city for getaways in the mountains (Straddling 2007; Flad 2009). As tanneries began to 
be established throughout the Catskills, they built roads “up the steep mountain sides” to 
access and fell hemlocks on the upper slopes and as a result “these areas became 
accessible to sight sightseers” (Johnson 1990 p.10).  In addition to the new roads 
constructed by extractive industries, the influence of the literature of John Burroughs and 
James Fennimore Cooper in addition to the paintings by the Hudson River School in the 
first half of the nineteenth century also drew widespread interest and desire to visit the 
region, and thus served to support the blossoming tourism economy. New Yorkers’ desire 
to see the real landscapes that these works of art and literature so beautifully depicted 
planted the seed in the mid-nineteenth century for a tourist economy that could only be 
fully realized after the passage of Article XIV.  In ending extractive industry, Article XIV 
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put an end to the primary capital enterprise in the Catskills and in its aftermath the 
Catskills were ready for the establishment of a new economic enterprise. 
With the creation of the Catskill Forest Preserve and the passage of Article XIV, 
the Catskills were able to be transformed “into a vast playground for city people” (Studer 
1964 p.110). Article XIV designated the Catskill forest preserve as wild, thus causing the 
space to be transformed politically into wilderness in addition to the cultural 
transformation that had taken place earlier in the century. Sahorta Sarkar (1999) argues 
that wilderness landscapes (as a specific type of natural landscape) “encourag[es] 
transient visitors”, (Sarkar 1999 p.408) as people want to visit these landscape and take in 
their natural beauty. Thus, as Article XIV politically transformed the Catskills from a site 
of industry to a site of wilderness, its new designation helped encourage the transition of 
the space into a tourist destination. Moreover, many of the arguments made at the 1894 
constitutional convention in favor of conservation argued that among other things the 
forest preserves should stand “as a symbol of sport, of recreation and pleasure seeking” 
(Steele 1900  p.133). Further setting the newly protected Forest Preserves as desirable 
places to visit.  
 In the 50 to 60 years following the passage of Article XIV, estimates suggest that 
more than 500 hotels and 1000 bungalows were built and operated across the Catskills. 
This increase in tourism was largely fueled by the rise of Jewish immigrant populations, 
who would travel from New York City to spend their summers in cooler Catskill 
climates. During this period, the Catskills became known as “The Borscht Belt” and the 
“Sour Creme Sierra’s” because of the large number of Jewish tourists and resorts. As 
more and more Jewish immigrants traveled to the Catskills, the center of tourism shifted 
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from the high peaks region in Green County, where the Catskill Mountain house once 
stood, west to Sullivan County. This was fueled in part by anti-immigrant and anti-
semitic rhetoric from businesses in the high peaks regions as the elite New York City 
tourists of the nineteenth century clashed with the new largely Jewish and immigrant 
tourists of the twentieth century (Stradling 2007).  
The effects of the westward shift of tourism and rapid increase in the number of 
resorts and summer travelers to the Catskills had tangible environmental impacts. 
Sullivan County and the western Catskills saw less intensive extractive industry than in 
the high peaks region of Greene and Ulster County, and were thus less degraded by the 
turn of the century than elsewhere in the region. In the Sandberg Creek valley, in Sullivan 
County, “[t]he concentration of summer hotels and boarding houses … resulted in the 
pollution of the creek once known for its purity and for the excellency of its trout fishing” 
(Evers 1972 p.677).  This was due because “The Sandberg and many other streams in the 
resort centers of the Catskills and its surrounding region [had] been turned into ‘mere 
sewage canals’” according to a local newspaper at the time (Evers 1972 p.677). This was 
simply a result of the sewage system’s inability to handle the sheer increase in the 
number of people visiting the region. 
 Article XIV did initiation conservation action in the Catskills; however these 
efforts were shaped by the desire to support the growing tourism economy. The state 
focused first on forest fire prevention through reforestation beginning in 1902. These 
early reforestation efforts focused on rehabilitating forest areas that had been most 
damaged by forest fire. These efforts remained small and it was not until after 1920, 
when the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) were enlisted to help with reforestation, 
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that more large-scale reforestation efforts took place. The CCC focused their efforts on 
replanting farmland the State had acquired throughout the region. These activities not 
only helped restore forest function, they also played an important role in transforming the 
landscape of the Catskills in the aftermath of extractive industry into the image of 
wilderness that had been cultivated in the minds of New Yorkers by the Hudson River 
School. In addition to reforestation activities to manage fires, fire towers were 
constructed on mountain tops as early as 1887. As fire towers were built alongside the 
growth of the tourism industry, hikers and tourists soon realized that by climbing these 
fire towers they were granted the most spectacular, unobscured views of the Catskills. 
Thus, fire towers were built out of necessity in response to the lasting environmental 
degradation of the extractive industry, but ultimately became a tourist destination (Evers 
1972; NYS Department of Environmental Protection n.d b).   
In addition to these reforestation efforts, the State began to make a concerted 
effort to manage fish and game reserves to allow hunting throughout the Catskill park, 
which was quickly gaining popularity among elite New Yorkers (Evers 1972). Between 
the deforestation caused by extractive industry and intense hunting pressure in the 1870s 
and early 80s the Catskills were “no longer valued hunting ground” as many prized fowl 
and game species could no longer be found. After the creation of the Forest Preserve in 
the Catskill, the State began reintroducing “deer, pheasant, hares and other game” and 
restocking streams with trout (Stradling 2007 p.125; Evers 1972).  This was done 
explicitly to bolster Catskill tourism and capitalize on the growing hunting and fishing 
trends among New York City elites. Thus, after the passage of Article XIV, the Catskills 
were not only opened up to tourism because extractive industry was put to an end, but 
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conservation and management in the region also helped to construct Catskill nature in a 
way that was most favorable to the growing tourism industry.  
The passage of Article XIV, the conservation, or rather the “actually existing 
conservation”, of the Catskills and the subsequent rise of the tourism industry in the 
region illustrates how conservation in the 1890s and early twentieth century was not as 
much an environmental project as it was an economic project spearheaded by New York 
City. By the turn for the twentieth century, New York City was the preeminent American 
city. The resources it needed to construct itself, both physically and economically over 
the course of the nineteenth century were no longer necessary. However, conservation did 
not change the fact that Catskill nature was commodified or the fact that the relationship 
between New York City and the Catskills was mediated through the commodification of 
Catskill nature. It merely shifted what elements of Catskill nature were commodified, 
moving from natural resources to natural landscapes. 
In the century since the passage of Article XIV, it has been amended several 
times. The basic framework of the law has remained unchanged but each of the additional 
amendments have focused on allowing specific activities that would promote more 
tourism, or in other ways help New York City. The most notable of these amendments 
took place in 1913 and 1947. In 1913,  a change was enacted that permitted up to 3% of 
forest preserve land to be used to construct municipal water reservoirs. These water 
reservoirs were constructed in the Catskills throughout the twentieth century and provide 
approximately 90% of New York City’s drinking water. In 1947, the article was again 
amended to allow for the construction of ski trails and a ski resort at Belleayre Mountain 
in the Catskills and a few mountains in the Adirondacks that were located on State Forest 
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Preserve land (VanValkenburgh 1985). Both of these modifications to Article XIV are 
not about furthering environmental protection, but rather about allowing activities that 
either support New York City interests or the tourism industry. In this manner, they speak 
to the means by which conservation was enacted in the first place in New York State. The 
driving purpose was never specifically environmental, but rather was a series of 
calculated political and economic decisions operating largely off of New York City 
desires.  
Academics have argued that it was not until the advent of neoliberalism in the 
1970s and 80s that conservation became explicitly enmeshed within capitalist systems 
(Dempsey 2013; Roth & Dressler 2012; Apostolopulou & Adams 2015). Prior to 
neoliberalism, conservation is seen as part of colonial and imperial desires (Adams & 
Hutton 2007; Spence 1996). The creation of Yellowstone and Yosemite are frequently 
cited as examples of the close-knit relationship between conservation and colonialism. As 
the U.S was expanding westward, Native communities living in Yellowstone and 
Yosemite were violently expelled from their lands to make way for the creation of 
National Parks. The creation of these national parks was happening at around the same 
time as the conservation in the Catskills. But unlike the National Parks out West, Native 
communities had long been expelled from the Hudson Valley. Thus, conservation in the 
Catskills was not as much a colonial project, as other nineteenth century conservation 
projects were, but rather it was a capitalist project. Understanding conservation in the 
Catskills in the 1890s as a capitalist project exemplifies the ways in which capitalists' 
imperatives have served as a driving force for conservation long before neoliberalism. 
Moreover, the subsequent rise of the tourism industry illustrates how conservation came 
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to be sustained by capitalist imperatives as well. Thus, as the next chapter explores, 
conservation driven by capitalist imperatives in the 1890s set a precedent for how 








































Chapter 5: The MoA & The Catskill/Delaware Watershed (1989-1997) 
 
The fact that Article XIV, a measure promoting environmental protection, was 
predominantly supported and driven by New York City businessmen can easily be 
written off as a fluke of its time. In the environmental movement writ large, capitalist and 
urban interests are rarely at the forefront of conservation legislation. However, the 
protection of large swaths of the Catskill/Delaware watershed in the 1990s reveal a 
pattern in which capitalist's interests and New York City have long been critical in 
driving and supporting conservation in the Catskills. Unlike Article XIV, the economic 
factors driving the conservation of the Catskill/Delaware watershed have been well 
established (Appleton 2002; Chichilnisky & Heal 1998; Daily & Ellison 2002). However, 
this chapter contends that the conservation of the Catskill/Delaware watershed in the 
1990s reveals the legacy of how conservation in New York State has long been driven by 
capitalist imperatives and New York City. The Catskill/Delaware watershed was not the 
first-time capitalist imperatives played a key role in New York State conservation, but 
rather it emerged from a much longer history in which capitalists imperatives have long 
been intertwined within conservation projects and spaces.  
By 1900, New York City’s population was quickly expanding, and it was clear 
that the previously built Croton reservoir system was not going to be enough to support 
the City long-term. In 1905, State Legislature created the Board of Water Supply to 
determine where New York City’s new water source should be located. After some 
consideration of the Hudson and the Adirondacks as a water source, the Board of Water 
Supply ultimately decided on the Catskills as the best option. The suitability of the 
Catskills as the new water source was a direct result of the creation of the Forest Preserve 
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in 1885. Had Catskill forests and watersheds not been protected and allowed to recover 
from extractive industry for more than a decade, the streams would have been too 
polluted to be used as a water source. After Catskill water was deemed safe, the 
Adirondacks were nixed as a possible source as their distance from New York City would 
make the construction of an aqueduct considerably more difficult. In addition, Catskill 
water was believed to be considerably cleaner than the Hudson River and did not require 
the construction of a filtration plant. Thus, the Hudson River was struck down too and 
plans began to be formulated for the construction of a water supply system in the 
Catskills  (NYC Government n.d.; Stoll 2013; National Academies of Science, 
Engineering and Medicine 2020).  
In order to get water from the Catskills to New York City,  an elaborate system of 
reservoirs and aqueducts was devised that would rely solely on gravity to transport water 
from Catskill streams to New York City taps. Construction of the first reservoir, the 
Ashokan, began in 1907 and was completed in 1915. Once finished, 5.5 miles of dams 
and dikes were built along the Esopus Creek to create a reservoir with an area of 8,315 
acres (NYS Department of Environmental Conservation, n.d. a). The Ashokan was the 
largest reservoir of its kind in the world by the time it was completed, and was considered 
a major engineering feat of the day (Evers 1972). But the construction of the Ashokan did 
not come without consequence to Catskill residents. More than 2,000 residents were 
forced off their land and four towns were submerged. In addition to the 2,000 residents, 
more than that number of graves needed to be exhumed and laid to rest elsewhere (Evers 
1972; National Academies of Science, Engineering and Medicine 2020; Stoll 2013).  
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Since 1915, six additional surface water reservoirs have been built throughout the 
Catskill/Delaware watershed and together they provide about 90% of the freshwater used 
by New York City (Stoll 2013; National Academies of Science, Engineering and 
Medicine 2020; Catskill Watershed Corporation n.d.). The construction of these 
reservoirs by New York City was done without consideration for watershed residents. 
The City used its power of eminent domain to claim land from Catskill residents without 
any compensation for watershed residents who lost their land and homes as a result of the 
construction of the new water system. With each new reservoir, the effects of the 
destruction of towns, family homes, agricultural land and grave sites were multiplied and 
felt in communities across the Catskills (Stoll 2013; National Academies of Science, 
Engineering and Medicine 2020). As a result, by the end of the twentieth century, 
Catskill residents had developed a contempt for New York City. They did not trust the 
City and were resistant to any new conservation or water development proposed in the 
Catskills.  
In 1989, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) issued a new set of Surface 
Water Treatment Rules (SWTR), stating that all surface water sources (such as the 
Catskill reservoirs) had to undergo filtration in order to be used as a municipal water 
source to protect against Giardia and other potential water contaminants (Environmental 
Protection Agency 2016). However, New York City had been using unfiltered Catskill 
surface water since the early 20th century when the Ashokan reservoir was completed, 
without any issues from outbreaks of Giardia or other contaminants. The City treated 
water with chlorine, but otherwise the water remained untouched. With the new EPA 
rules, cities could apply for filtration avoidance if they could prove the surface water 
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source was adequately safe and protected. As a result, New York City was faced with the 
decision of either building a water filtration plant that would cost billions in construction 
and millions in annual maintenance or to conserve the land adjacent to the watershed 
(Hoffman 2008; Stave 1995; Pires 2003; Daily & Ellison 2002). The city chose the latter 
option, deciding to invest “between $1 billion and $1.5 billion in natural capital, in the 
expectation of producing cost savings of $6 billion - $8 billion over the next 10 years” 
(Chichilnisky & Heal 1998 p.629).  
A real estate agent working with environmental activists, including Robert 
Kennedy Jr., carried out a study to determine the cost of acquiring and protecting all of 
the land in the Catskill/Delaware watershed. The study found that the whole watershed 
could be acquired for about $1.1 billion. Environmental activists were not advocating for 
the acquisition of the whole watershed, but merely wanted to make clear the amount of 
money that could be saved through conservation, as a way to advocate for watershed 
protection rather than the construction of a filtration plant (Burnett 1996-2002, Robert 
Kennedy p.79, Transcript pt. 2). Based on this figure, it was determined that it would cost 
New York City considerably less to protect the land surrounding the Catskill/Delaware 
watershed than the construction and long-term maintenance of a water filtration plant. 
And thus, conservation in the Catskills was deemed a priority. The Catskill/Delaware 
watershed represents a large-scale investment in ecosystem services to provide water 
filtration and water purification (Hanlon 2017).  New York City chose to invest in natural 
capital instead of physical capital, with the driving force behind the decision being 
largely economic. 
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In order to meet EPA regulations to avoid filtration, New York City “had to 
demonstrate that it had adequate controls in place to protect the watershed from sources 
of pollution” (Burnette 1996-2002 n.p). In response, New York City released a new set of 
rules and regulations in 1990 regarding what activities were permissible in the 
Catskill/Delaware watershed. The rules were aimed at stopping point-source pollution 
throughout the watershed. In doing so, they prohibited almost all new development 
activity from taking place within a certain distance of the watershed and placed strict 
regulations on agriculture: banning pesticides, fertilizers and some mechanized farm 
equipment. On top of issuing these new rules, New York City announced its plan to 
acquire the majority of privately held land surrounding the watershed. Unsurprisingly, 
watershed residents were outraged with New York City’s new plan as it would stifle 
economic development.  Like the construction of reservoirs at the beginning of the 
twentieth century, the new rules and regulations were released without consulting Catskill 
residents. (National Academies of Science, Engineering and Medicine 2000; Stoll 2013; 
National Academy of Sciences, Engineering and Medicine 2021). 
For more than a century, New York City had been dictating land use in the 
Catskills and local residents had finally had enough. One resident described New York 
City’s actions saying that it felt like “there’s almost a foreign presence on our soil 
dictating things and affecting property values, imposing outrageous rules and regulation 
on us” (Burnett 1996-2002 p.31Transcript set 1). Thus, Catskill residents came together 
with upstate politicians in Albany who saw this as a clear example of New York City 
overstepping its boundaries. Together in 1991, they formed the Coalition of Watershed 
Towns. This Coalition fought for the rights of Catskill residents to their land and against 
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policies that inhibited economic development. The Coalition made the need of watershed 
residents visible to New York City for the first time in a century. In 1993, New York City 
formally applied for a permit to acquire 10,000 acres of land in the Catskills/Delaware 
watershed through eminent domain. Watershed residents were outraged and saw the 
filing for this permit a “declaration of war” (Stoll 2013, p.160). In response, the Coalition 
of Watershed towns filed a lawsuit against the City, arguing that by claiming 10,000 
acres of land, it would not only impede economic development in the Catskills, but such 
action would only benefit New York City (National Academies of Science, Engineering 
and Medicine 2000; Stoll 2013). Thus, tensions were high between watershed residents 
and New York City and the prospect of coming to terms to receive the filtration waiver 
was looking more and more difficult.  
However, by 1994 and 1995 the tides began to change. A new commissioner, 
Marilyn Gelber, was appointed to the New York City’s Department of Environmental 
Protection. She began to go up to the Catskill and meet with watershed residents and 
begin to address their concerns. Gelber was the first New York City representative to 
frequently visit the Catskills and slowly she gained the trust of the Chairman of the 
Coalition of Watershed towns. Catskill residents finally felt like their needs were being 
heard by City officials, which made a big difference in moving ahead with New York 
City’s plans. In addition to the work of Gelber, in 1995, a new governor of New York 
State was elected, the Republican George Pataki. Governor Pataki was from upstate and 
was sympathetic towards Catskill residents. He ordered negotiations take place in Albany 
between representatives from New York City and the Coalition of Watershed towns. 
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These negotiations went on for almost two years between the City and the Coalition, 
before the Memorandum of Agreement (MoA) was signed on January 21, 1997.  
The MoA was coauthored by Catskill residents and New York City to meet EPA 
filtration avoidance standards, prioritize conservation throughout the watershed, and 
safeguard watershed resident’s rights to economic development. In doing so, New York 
City was able to sufficiently protect the watershed without stifling economic 
development for Catskills residents.  Moreover, the signing of the MoA represented a 
dramatic shift in the relationship dynamic between the Catskills and New York City. 
Catskill residents made clear that New York City was no longer able to dictate land-use, 
resulting in a shift from “democratic resources imperialism” to one based on compromise 
and negotiation (Stoll 2013, p.38).  
 While the passage of the MoA did mark a stark change in the relationship 
between the Catskills and New York City, the underlying forces driving conservation 
remain very similar to what they were during the passage of Article XIV. Conservation in 
the Catskills was again driven by capitalist imperatives and New York City. Had it not 
been for new EPA regulations and the prospects of a $8-10 billion-dollar filtration plant, 
this second wave of conservation would not have taken place. Moreover, conservation 
was only agreed upon once it was clear that conservation actions would support future 
economic gain within the watershed. Thus, like an echo back to Article XIV, 
conservation in the 1990s was an economic project with environmental ramifications.  
The MoA laid out a conservation plan that was based explicitly on ecosystem 
services protection.  Like the passage of Article XIV, the MoA is also seen as a landmark 
conservation measure because it was the first of its kind to base conservation on 
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ecosystem services (Daily & Ellison 2002). Ecosystems services commodify nature by 
assigning market values to ecosystem functions (Peterson et al. 2008). In the case of the 
MoA, the value of the work ecosystems in the Catskills were doing to filter water was 
given an economic value. That value being the cost of purchasing all the land 
surrounding the Catskill/Delaware watershed compared to the price of building a 
filtration plant. In doing so, the conservation of the Catskill/Delaware watershed made 
explicit in monetary terms the long-held relationship between the Catskills and New York 
City, that was mediated through the commodification of Catskill nature. 
 Unlike the passage of Article XIV, representatives from the Department of 
Environmental Conservation for the State and the Department of Environmental 
Protection for the City were present at the negotiations. However, even among 
environmentalists, the discussions were focused on how much money the state could save 
through watershed protection and how much money was needed to mollify Catskill 
residents. Robert Kennedy Jr., one of the leading environmentalists who became part of 
negotiations describes the project negotiations as figuring out the “right amount of money 
to persuade the upstate communities'' to go along with New York City’s plan for 
watershed protection (Burnett 1996-2002,Robert Kennedy p.78 Transcript pt.2). 
Moreover, environmental groups not associated with the State, such as Riverkeeper and 
the Catskill Center were not brought to the negotiating table until the end of the process. 
The prospect of even opening up negotiations with the environmental community was 
viewed with “a great deal of concern” fearing they were going to disrupt “this cozy 
agreement we were coming to” (Burnett 1996-2002, Marilyn Gelber, pg 57-58, 
Transcript pt.2). In the end, five environmental groups signed the MoA. But according to 
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Jeffery Baker, who was the attorney for the Coalition of Watershed towns, “other 
environmental groups1 were involved in negotiations at one time or another. Some 
decline to participate any further. They didn’t think they were getting enough.”  (Burnett 
1996-2002, Jeffery Baker p. 9, Transcript pt.2).  
Negotiations were focused on how to meet the needs of watershed communities 
and meet EPA regulations. The fact that EPA regulations stipulated some level of 
conservation and environmental protection, and that conservation was the cheapest way 
to protect water, necessitated that the MoA was a conservation project. Just like with 
Article XIV, given these groundings, the projects that were initiated through the MoA 
reflects a balance between capitalist imperatives and conservation interests. 
A key part of the MoA was the “Watershed Land Acquisition Program”. Without 
being able to obtain and protect land in the Catskills, New York City would not have 
been able to receive its waiver. Thus, through this program New York City would be able 
obtain a minimum of 335,050 acres across the watershed over the course of ten years. 
However, New York City would not be allowed to acquire any of the land by eminent 
domain and watershed residents were able to exempt certain areas if they deemed them to 
be economically important. Moreover, the city could only obtain land if residents were 
willing to sell, or if they placed their land under conservation easements. For any land the 
city acquired by sale, they would have to pay “fair market value, as determined by an 
independent appraisal” to the owner (New York City Watershed Memorandum of 
 
1  “Other environmental groups” refers to the Natural Resources Defense Council, other environmental 
groups were potentially present as well, the oral history tapes were unclear.  




Agreement 1997). Conservation easements allowed residents to keep their land but 
restricted some of the activities, such as paving or construction, that were allowed on the 
land. In addition, by putting the land into a conservation easement it would be conserved 
in perpetuity. On any land acquired by the city, watershed residents and others would still 
be able to use it for recreational purposes, thus allowing economic gain on the land 
through tourism. 
In addition, to manage point source pollution from agricultural sources, the City 
established the Watershed Agricultural Program and the Watershed Agricultural Council. 
This program would fully financially support any farmers who decided to transition to 
new and more organic agricultural methods that would reduce the use of pesticides, 
fertilizers and other pollutants in the vicinity of the watershed. By 2006, 95.7% of farms 
in the watershed had signed up for the program and it has become the primary means by 
which point source pollution is managed throughout the Catskill/Delaware watershed 
(U.S Environmental Protection Agency 2016; Stoll 2013). 
 The Watershed Land Acquisition Program and the Watershed Agricultural 
Program are not what one thinks of as typical conservation actions. They do not focus on 
reforestation or invasive species removal or biodiversity2. They focus on ways in which 
the land around the watershed can continue to support local livelihoods while 
simultaneously acting to filter water to ensure the quality remains high. They are 
 
2  Invasive species removal and other ecosystem restoration projects have been initiated in the years since 
the MoA was signed. In the updated watershed filtration avoidance from 2017 issued to New York City by 
the EPA there is a small section regarding such action. However, they have been initiated relatively 
recently and on a much smaller scale compared to the Watershed Land Acquisition Program and the 
Watershed Agricultural Council (New York State Department of Health and United States Environmental 




conservation actions taken by New York City so the City can avoid the construction of a 
water filtration plant. While New York City was the driving force behind conservation, 
conservation actions were enacted to meet economic goals for both the City and 
watershed residents.  
The collaborative nature of the MoA, as it was drafted by both watershed 
residents and city officials, stands in contrast to the creation of Forest Preserves and their 
protection under Article XIV. However, this shift towards a more collaborative 
conservation is emblematic of the shift that was playing out within conservation biology 
and the environmental movement in the U.S at the turn of the twenty-first century. 
Conservation based on the idea that nature is something that must be protected separately 
from humans was beginning to shift towards and understands that humans and nature can 
coexist and be conserved together (Mace 2014).  The MoA is famous as being one of the 
first large scale conservation projects in which people and nature work together, thus not 
only is it representative of this shift, it also helped to catalyze this shift within the field of 
conservation.  
The protection of the Catskill/Delaware watershed was the second largest 
conservation effort in the Catskill region. Much of the undeveloped lands surrounding the 
watershed were acquired by New York City to be left undeveloped. However, like the 
creation of the Catskill forest preserve, the drive to protect this land was a calculated 
economic decision to avoid the construction of a costly water filtration system. While the 
desire to protect the Catskill/Delaware watershed was driven, foremost by capitalist 
imperatives and New York City, the protection of this watershed and the surrounding 
undeveloped lands was ecologically valuable, as was the passage of Article XIV in 
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protecting the Catskill Forest Preserve. Conservation in New York State has long been a 
project of New York City and driven by capitalists, more than an environmental project. 
Beginning in 1885, a precedent was established in New York State for “actually existing 
conservation.” Conservation, functioning as “actually existing conservation, was a way 
for New York City to extent its control over upstate hinterlands and ensure continued 
profit growth by reconfiguring what part of nature was commodified, switching from 
natural resources to natural landscapes and ultimately to watersheds and ecosystem 
services. While the creation of the Forest Preserves in 1885 and Article XIV established 
“actually existing conservation” as a precedent for how conservation was enacted and 
carried out in  New York State, the passage of MoA emerged out of this legacy, 
following the same pattern and relying on the same drivers to enact and sustain 




















Conclusion: Conservation Then and “Actually Existing Conservation” Now 
 The geology of the Catskill remains contentious today, especially among eighth 
grade earth science students. So contentious, that the blog “The Catskill Geologist” 
received “hoards of emails” in May 2020 on an account of a “bad blunder” made when 
one of the blog contributors, Robert Titus, called the Catskills “mountains” (Titus 2020 
n.p.). In response to this “bad blunder” Titus stated: 
[It is] a commonly held notion that the Catskills are … not a range of 
mountains, but a plateau that has been lifted and then eroded, or dissected, by 
numerous streams, hence a dissected plateau. … [But] there is an issue of 
elegance. English should, as often as possible, be an elegant language. Its words 
should flow off the tongue smoothly, they should also read the same way. We ask 
you: did Rip Van Winkle sleep for 20 years in a dissected upland plateau or in the 
Catskill Mountains? (Titus 2020 n.p) 
Elegance is valuable, in writing and within the geographic imagination. But elegance also 
obscures reality. The elegance of the Catskill as mountains, obscures the geological 
reality of the space. However, given the conservation history of the Catskills, this 
geologic contradiction is only fitting. Article XIV and the MoA have been lauded as 
landmark environmental legislation (Terrie 1989; Ellison & Daily 2013). But like the 
non-quite mountains of the Catskills, Article XIV and the MoA were not quite 
environmental.  
Jake Kosek writes “the nature of the forest” is the “product of long histories and 
current struggles” (Kosek 2006 p.280). Throughout this thesis, I uncover the “long 
histories and current struggles'' of the Catskill to understand conservation; how it was 
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enacted, sustained and at times in conflict with itself. I examine the historical and 
geographic context of  both the conservation of the Catskill Forest Preserve in 1894 and 
the conservation of the Catskill/Delaware watershed in 1997. At the center of this thesis, I 
ask how and why were the Catskills conserved? What role did economic, political and 
cultural actors play in enacting and sustaining conservation in the Catskills and what does 
this reveal about the relationship between socionature, capitalism, urban power, and 
conservation writ large? 
I argue that conservation in the Catskills, both in 1894 and in 1997 functioned as 
“actually existing conservation.” Conservation was not as much an environmental project 
as it was a political, economic and cultural project based in New York City with specific 
and non-environmental goals. I argue that the relationship between the Catskills and New 
York City was mediated through the commodification of Catskill nature. Thus, Catskill 
nature, both before, during and after conservation was ideologically and materially 
shaped by this construction. I contend that conservation is more complicated than simply 
an environment project. Rather conservation spaces come to embody and reflect the 
tensions and discourse that are in society writ large as “actually existing conservation.” 
Through “actually existing conservation” environmental ideals hybridize with political, 
economic and social discourses, shaping how conservation is enacted both theoretically 
and materially. “Actually existing conservation” in New York state made capitalist 
imperatives and urban desires compatible with environmentalist ideals. Thus, “actually 
existing conservation” lays out a framework for how conservation can be understood and 
enacted in ways that embrace the intrinsic link between natural and societal processes 
rather than enforce their divide.  
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The Future of “Actually Existing Conservation”  
 In 2017, John Sheehan, a member of the Adirondack Council, stated at a New 
York State constitutional education forum that: 
“[Article XIV] stands now as the strongest forest protection law on earth. There’s 
nothing stronger, nothing has lasted this long. Nothing has been better at 
protecting forests from harm. And no one else in the United States, not one other 
in the 49 states, or the District of Columbia has managed to duplicate that. We 
caught lighting in the bottle in 1894” (Montgomery 2017 quoting Sheehan) 
Article XIV may not have been driven by environmental prerogatives, but regardless, it 
still has provided undeniably positive and long-term ecological benefits in both the 
Catskills and the Adirondacks. Conservation protected forests and promoted forest 
regeneration, carbon sequestration, water filtration and biodiversity preservation. Article 
XIV is the reason New York City has “the best water in the United States'' (Montgomery 
2017 quoting Sheehan). All this despite the fact that neither the primary forces that drove 
nor supported conservation were environmental. But what if this contradiction is part of 
the reason why New York State “caught lighting in the bottle in 1894”?  
 Conservation in New York State in 1894 was more than just an environmental act, 
and because of that it was supported widely by various groups across the state. 
Conservation was a way for New York to protect the Hudson River and Erie Canal, 
promote its growing tourism industry and protect a freshwater supply for New York City. 
In 1894, conservation was not about biodiversity conservation, although conservation did 
help promote biodiversity, rather conservation was an investment in the “people of this 
State” (Steele 1900 p.127) for “the poor man as well as the rich man” (Steele 1900 
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p.156). New York State saw conservation as in the best interests of its people. It was a 
way to support and build New York State’s economy and ensure all New Yorker’s for 
generations to come have access to fresh water and natural spaces. Similarly in 1997, 
conservation became a way to promote local economies and protect New York City’s 
water supply. Again, conservation was an investment (in this case a direct monetary 
investment) in the people of New York State. Because conservation was an investment in 
the people of New York State it was easily supported by political, economic and cultural 
actors.  
Conservation, functioning as “actually existing conservation”,  has been sustained 
for over a century in New York State because it has been supported by economic, 
political and cultural actors. Socionature teaches us that “natural or ecological conditions 
and processes do not operate separately from social processes” (Swyngedouw 1999 
p.445). Thus as “actually existing conservation” was enacted in the Catskills it embraced 
the fact, intentionally or not, that natural spaces cannot be separated from social 
processes. The economic, political and cultural discourses within New York State at the 
end of the nineteenth century were folded into how conservation was enacted. Because 
conservation in the Catskill took the form of “actually existing conservation,” and was 
able to both support and be supported by a diverse array of actors, conservation was able 
to be sustained. Biologists focus on biodiversity conservation because diverse ecosystems 
are resilient and sustainable long term. Likewise, “actually existing conservation” 
incorporates a diversity of societal discourses into conservation spaces that, in New York 
State, have allowed the Forest Preserves to remain protected for more than a century. 
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Thus, for conservation to support biodiversity in the long term, it must be supported by a 
diverse array of economic, political and cultural actors.  
“Actually existing conservation” makes the antithetical goals of conservation, to 
protect nature, and capitalism, to exploit nature, compatible. However, while “actually 
existing conservation” provides a framework to understand nature conservation within 
capitalist systems, it does nothing to address the “serious ecological problems” that arise 
from “the appropriation of nature under capitalism” (Vlachou 1993). Rather it only 
exemplifies how entrenched cycles of capital accumulation are within natural spaces 
regardless of whether nature is being extracted or conserved. I do not claim to know how 
to solve the ecological crisis capitalism has created. Nor do I know how to incite an 
ecosocialist revolution that will overturn capitalist hegemony and allow for an 
environmentally just future for all species, human and non-human.  
However, the climate crisis is pressing, and right now perhaps working within 
capitalist systems that already exist is the most efficient way to mitigate the effects of 
climate change. In the long term this will not do, as long as capitalism exists an 
ecological crisis is inevitable. After all, “the master’s tools will never dismantle the 
master's house” (Lorde 1984) But right now, the house is on fire because of the climate 
crisis, and working within capitalist systems is all we can do given the haste with which 
action must take place. Biologists and climate scientists have found that reforestation and 
environmental conservation are some of the most effective natural climate solutions that 
can be used to mitigate the climate crisis (Fargione 2018). By focusing on hybrid forms 
of conservation that work with capitalist and existing political agendas, as “actually 
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existing conservation does”, large scale environmental protection becomes more 
feasible.  
David Harvey argues that in order to enact change within capitalist systems all 
seven “activity spheres” within society must be engaged (Harvey 2010 p.123). The seven 
activity spheres1 encompass a mix of broad and interconnected cultural, economic, 
political and environmental categories. For “actually existing conservation” to be most 
successful within capitalist systems it must engage with each of these spheres as much as 
possible. Nature and environmental spaces are always inherently bound up with social 
dynamics. However, conservation traditionally aims to exclude all non-environmental 
factors, focusing solely on biodiversity preservation, only engaging one of the seven 
activity spheres. But that is not enough to enact large scale environmental or capitalist 
change. Thus, by focusing on “actually existing conservation” and promoting 
conservation projects that engage with as many activity spheres as possible, conservation 
will be more successful and a more environmentally just form of capitalism can be 
enacted.  
Thus, perhaps this is the lesson we must learn from the Catskills. Conservation, 
like all nature, cannot be separated from society. Conservation is a social construction; 
thus it is in our power to shape conservation. And the conservation that will be most 
successful, is that which embraces and explicitly incorporates both environmental and 
non-environmental actors into the process of enacting and sustaining conservation 
 
1 Harvey defines the seven activity spheres as “technologies and organization forms; social relations; 
institutional and administrative arrangements; production and labour processes; relations to nature; 





projects. The MoA also teaches us about the importance of incorporating the needs and 
voices local residents into conservation projects and the generational trauma that can be 
inflicted when this is not done. The climate crisis necessitates conservation be a priority, 
but until conservation spaces are recognized as diverse spaces where the needs of both 
human and non-human nature can coexist, enacting large-scale conservation of the kind 
that is necessary will be near impossible. Humans have lived with nature for millennia, 
conservation must focus on the restoration of sustainable relationships between human 
and non-human nature. Traditional conservation projects that steadfastly focus on 
maintaining a divide between humans and nature cannot meet this goal. Thus, it is only 
with more expansive conservation frameworks, like “actually existing conservation,” that 
focus on the interconnection between human and non-human nature does conservation on 














Figure 1: Maps of the Catskills. Map A shows the blue line around the state forest preserve in the 
Catskills as well as the mix of state and privately help lands within the Catskill Park. The map was 
retrieved from: https://www.dec.ny.gov/docs/lands_forests_pdf/catmapguide.pdf   











Figure 2: The image on top shows a sketch of Zadock Pratt’s Tannery 
entitled “Peeling, and piling hemlock bark, for Prattsville Tannery,” circa 
1952. (New-York Historical Society 2019). The painting below in Catskill 
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